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Abstract 


In contemporary architecture, photorealistic renderings are one of the most widespread representa- 
tion techniques. They are sometimes assumed to be the key to a successful project. Recently, however, 
architects have been investigating quite different possibilities. More and more often, architects com- 
municate their projects through images that do not pretend to look realistic. On the contrary, they 
are deliberately non-realistic, although they are produced with tools that could allow the realization 
of photorealistic images. Increasingly, non-realism is understood as a strategy to give images back 
an aura of mystery, an openness to interpretation. This approach, which could be called photo(un) 
realism, responds to the post-digital paradigm, which in architecture as in other arts calls for the hy- 
bridization of analog and digital methods. Photo(un)realism is post-digital as it draws inspiration from 
analog artworks in terms of composition and chromatic patterns. This approach is not intended to 
replace realistic renderings, which are and will remain useful tools. Rather, it aims to free architects 
from a naive reliance on realistic images, which can reduce the design process to a matter of pro- 
ducing pretty pictures. Photo(un)realism tries to convey a different truth about architecture: not its 
visual appearance, but a sense of its narrative potential. 
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Fig. |. Yongjia Road Youth 
Shared Space Design, 
2021. Courtesy of 
Greyspace Architecture 
Design Studio. 


Fig. 2. Orange house, 
2020. Courtesy of Studio 
Guilherme Torres. 


helps to enhance the narrative power of images. Every image has an inherent capacity to 
suggest possibilities, to open up other worlds. However, in non-realistic images, this capacity 


can be especially strong. By not having to respect the visual codes 


of reality, they can be 


elaborated to suggest a specific atmosphere or set of values. They can tell exactly what 


the narrative of a story needs. It is the case, for example, of This Us 
LuftSchloss Collective [LuftSchloss Collective 2019]. This Used to be o 


ed to be our Home, by 
ur Home is a grim fairy 


tale about the progressive, seemingly unstoppable, devastation of the environment, at the 
expense of humans and nonhumans alike. The story is all too real and yet is better com- 
municated through a set of surrealistic images, evoking a sense of loss and alienation (fig. 3). 
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Sometimes photo(un)realistic images act as enigmas: they pose questions to the viewer that 


do not necessarily have answers. This is the case of an illustration for 
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School [Jaque 2022]. The illustration shows an exploded axonomet 


(fig. 6). Its peculiarity is that the school is placed on what could be a tiny asteroid, floating in 
a dark space dotted with myriads of stars. What does this image mean? Does it intend 


portray the school as an autonomous microcosm, as distant from ot 


rather build a story: through the crafted mix of chromatic patterns and evocative elemen 


Free Trade Zones in lower economic countries [Nolin 2017]. The project, which imagines 
an ‘architecture of pleasure’ in the city of Manaus, Brazil, in the heart of the Amazon, may 


more futuristic visions 
vey a sinister sense of 


The role of non-realistic representation in competitions is similar, but not the same. Specu- 
ative projects may or may not propose an intervention; sometimes they only offer a point 
of view on a given subject. Competitions, on the other hand, tend to focus on specific 


ingly, competitions are 
in competitions there 


s more and more room for other forms of representation: non-realistic images are often 
used to suggest what kind of individual and social life the project promotes. They convey an 


sal for a garden city in 
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city (fig. 5). 
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to 
her buildings as a rock 


in space would be from other planets? Maybe it does, or maybe it means anything. Possibly, it 
just pretends to arouse the viewer's curiosity, by creating a sense of distance and alienation. 


Something similar happens with a collage for Fala’s Very Tiny Palazzo 
house stands in the background of a famous Henry Rousseau paintin 
a lush forest, with wild animals and, on the right, a woman on a sofa 


[Fala 2021]. In it, Fala’s 
g, The Dream. There is 
(fig. 7). In this painting, 


the house fits as a strange but somehow familiar figure. It does not matter what this image 
means. What matters is that it conveys a sense of calm and stillness of which the house, as 


the image clearly suggests, would be a part. 


By raising questions about their meaning, images become powerful attention-getters. They 
encourage people to focus on them and, consequently, on the project itself. It is a well-re- 
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peated refrain that images play a fundamental role in contemporary architecture [Leach 


1999]. For an architectural firm, the problem is how to make a proje 


ct stand out on a web 


daily saturated by thousands and thousands of pictures. A well-crafted, enigmatic illustration 
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may be the answer, and help a project find its place in the overcrowded territory of con- 


temporary architecture. 
There is a widespread belief among architects today that photorealist 
but only if used wisely. A few years ago, Mexican architect Tatiana Bi 
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had banned renderings from her studio’s design process. Photorealisti 


give too accurate an idea of what a proposal would look like. They 
stages of a project but can be detrimental in earlier phases. Precisely 
istic, they can close the door to exploring other possibilities. In their 
on collages, for their collaborative and open-ended nature [Frearson 


ic views are valid tools, 
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are useful in the final 
because they are real- 
place, her studio relies 
2019] (fig. 8). 


The role of photorealism in architectural communication has long 
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been a debated topic 


Fig. 3. This used to be our 
home, 2019. Courtesy 
of Luftschloss Collective 
- Bojana Papić and Yann 
Junod. 


Fig. 4. Amazonia Pier, 
2017. Courtesy of Julien 
Nolin. 


Fig. 5. Needle and thread, 
2022. Courtesy of m?ft. 


[Quirk 2013; Wainwright 2013]. At best, realistic renderings help visualize a proposal, but 
give no clue as to its potential socio-environmental impact or its interaction with a com- 
munity of human and non-human agents. At worst, renderings may be pure propaganda, 
trying to mask pointless projects with the gloss of perfectly crafted images. Underlying the 
over-diffusion of renderings in architectural culture are two misconceptions: a beautiful im- 
age does not necessarily make for a beautiful building, and a beautiful building is not neces- 
sarily a good project. Beauty, in a building, is a very important aspect, which, however, does 
not accomplish the whole task of architecture. 

The recent shift towards deliberately non-realistic images seems to respond to a diffuse 
concern about the methods and functions of representation. Drawing, whatever the tech- 
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Fig. 6. Reggio School, 2022. 
Courtesy of Andrés 
Jaque / Office for Political 
Innovation. 


Fig. 7. Very Tiny Palace 
House, 2012. Courtesy of 
fala atelier 
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Fig. 8. Ways of Life 
conceptual collage. 
Courtesy of Tatiana 
Bilbao ESTUDIO. 


nique, has the capacity to establish meaningful interactions with viewers, by suggesting to 
them a world of stories and possibilities. On occasions, this capacity can be lost in a pho- 
torealistic representation. Realism and narrative potential do not always go hand in hand. 
Non-realistic images pretend to involve the viewer in a more active way. Faced with a 
detailed rendering, the viewers are asked to become passively aware of the project as it is. 
Faced with a non-realistic post-digital image, viewers are invited to actively participate in the 
production of meaning. They have to fill in the gaps left by a deliberately open-ended rep- 
resentation, reflecting on messages and ideas hiding behind the image. Being open-ended, 
photo(un)realistic images can help in the early design stages, suggesting ever new directions; 
or when the project is finished, helping tell its story in all its narrative value. This approach is 
not intended to replace realistic renderings, which are and will remain useful tools. Rather it 
aims to free architects from a naive reliance on realistic images, which can reduce the design 
process to a matter of producing pretty pictures. There is more to architecture. Buildings tell 
stories; they have an emotional truth, as well as a visual one, that can best be communicated 
through images not constrained by a self-imposed resemblance to reality. 
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